in her hand, staring at the white scale with two pans hanging on either side: queen of judgment over the half-side Scotch salmon glistening coral on the white and green marble counter. She finished slicing slivers of Scotch salmon so thin as to be almost transparent, passed two slices shivering on the knife onto tissue into the white scale's right pan. In the left pan, she dropped tiny iron weights I wished I could play with, click click click as they hit the metal, making both pans teeter up and down and the black needle of the weighing machine shoot frantically right and left until it settled on the weight. Booba looked sternly at the scale needle measuring the salmon as if weighing its guilt. Only then did she notice me, stand ing small, my head just above the marble counter. "So nu? Machst a leben?" Are you earning a living?
Always tongue-tied with Booba, I smiled, shyly and looked at my Shirley Temple shoes. As usual, Booba wore smart clothes under her unbuttoned white grocer's coat, showing through the coat full breasts and a small waist. Her severe gold and green Tartar eyes pierced mine; her hair, as always, marched in orderly marcelled waves which Mummy weekly set.
Daddy told me Booba had stolen her sister's fianc?, their cousin, Benzion, made her sister pay for the wedding, and ran away with the groom the next day on the first train from Minsk to London.
Was there such a train?
My two young uncles in their white grocers' coats stood on either side of my grandmother. Uncle Sam, eighteen, was handsome, short, sickly with rheumatism. Uncle Max at sixteen stood six feet tall, strong and slim, with shiny, dark, Brylcreemed hair and a dimple in his chin like Cary Grant in American films.
Booba said to my uncles, "I'm going inside. Watch the shop."
As soon as she left through the frosted glass door connecting the shop to the dining room, disappearing into another world like the Queen in Alice in Wonderland, Uncle Max began striding up and down behind the marble counter, waving his hands at Uncle Sam.
"I can't stand here doing nothing. I've got to go. Didn't you see on the newsreel last night, Hitler's thugs in Berlin cutting off Jews' beards, making them lick the ground, beating them and laughing?
Mosley, Hitler's arse licker, is trying to do the same, here. You heard on the wireless, the government gave the bloody Fascist Blackshirts "Why are the police keeping us back?" I asked.
"They want a clear space for the damned Blackshirts to march. The Fascists are waiting for Mosley to come and lead them. He's probably chatting with his Nazi friends Goebbels and Hitler and his Nazi girlfriend. Doesn't care about his wife."
I had heard Mummy's customers in the shop gossiping about married men who ran around with other women, so I wasn't that surprised.
My uncle and his friends' crowd, growing bigger every minute, booed the Blackshirts, who stuck out their white, black-sleeved hands, pale white fingers pointed in the air, and shouted hoarsely, "Heil Hitler," then sang a rowdy song and stamped their heavy leather boots. I couldn't understand the words. "What are they singing?" I shouted. "That's the Horst Wessel song," Uncle Max shouted over the noise, "one of the 'Master Race's' disgusting songs about the joy of seeing Jewish blood spurting from the knife." I didn't know who Hitler was or what was a master race, but the words "Jewish blood spurting" frightened me and reminded me of the time I cut myself and red blood poured out and wouldn't stop, and I imagined I'd be empty. The noise of the chant "they shall not pass" began to drown out the Blackshirts' singing. I wanted to put my hands over my ears but couldn't because I was holding on to Uncle Max's head and would fall into the angry crowd.
The police from their high seats on their horses suddenly began swinging truncheons and hitting the men on our side over their heads. They howled; every now and then a man fell down, bleeding, but the crowd picked him up and went on chanting, "They shall not pass, they shall not pass."
"We have to break the police line," Uncle Max shouted to his friends, now gathered.
Hundreds, perhaps thousands, of young men shoved and pushed against the police cordon and the prancing horses. "The police are bloody Fascists, too," I remembered Mummy saying. "No use calling them when the Blackshirts smash our shop windows."
I'd always thought the blond Bobbies on the corner of each street were kind. They helped children and old ladies cross the street, but these Bobbies stared at us behind the line with hatred.
What had we done wrong?
I wrapped both arms tighter around Uncle Max's head.
"You're covering my eyes, I can't see," he said sharply.
Suddenly I heard the crash and tinkle of breaking glass, the way I heard it when the Fascists just last week threw a brick through our shop window.
Three men ran out of a building carrying a young woman scream She dried my eyes with a white handkerchief. "He's only a child himself, sixteen, but he ought to know better. Come, kinderle," she said to me, "sit, and I'll make you a nice cup of tea."
Harry came into the kitchen. "Mum, turn on the wireless. I want to hear the news." Harry's humpback was the largest I had ever seen. He never went out because the children tormented him so, but all day he sat at his bedroom window, watched the street or read the newspaper and books, or went into the kitchen and listened to the wireless. The bbc announcer was saying, "...three thousand Mrs. Frost boiled milk on the gas stove, picked the skin off the top, poured hot milk into the white cup, and then poured boiling water through a tea strainer. She dropped in two lumps of sugar and stirred it for me, the spoon clinking against the inside of the cup. I shivered from excitement and fright. All those thousands of men, looking so angry; the police who I thought were my friends, hitting Jewish and union men on the head, the enormous white horses with their long, beautiful swishing tails. It was exciting and confusing. However, after a sip of strong, sweet tea, I felt better, then dashed over to the kitchen windows to look for Uncle Max. A roar went up from the crowd below, and all the men below turned to look where Harry's long finger pointed.
"Look! Our boys have broken through the police cordon. They're trying to turn over a lorry on Cable Street to make a barricade so the Blackshirts can't march through our Jewish section!" Harry shouted, pointing to a crowd of men pushing the side of an enormous lorry.
Strong Irish dockers, labourers, muscles bulging, Jews in beards, men in derbies shoulder to shoulder, all pushing together, strained to overturn the huge lorry. It rocked back and forth, back and forth, until finally the men all put their shoulders to one side of it and one shouted, "One, two, three, heave," and the lorry crashed over on its side with a thud, wood splinters flying, glass windows shattering, and a great cloud of dust went up all round it so that the men who pushed it over jumped back so as not to be hit by the flying glass and splinters. Everyone on our side roared with delight. After six or seven tries to ride their horses forward toward the lorry, the police finally turned back, scowling. The crowds cheered.
They began again roaring, "They shall not pass," over and over and over again.
"They had police permission to march but we're going to stop them." Harry crowed joyously. "Oh, I wouldn't have missed this for anything."
The roaring from the street was so deafening even my deaf daddy would have heard it. I wondered what Mummy would have said.
She thought I was with Booba all this time so she wouldn't be wor "Come away from the window and finish your tea," Mrs. Frost said to Harry and me. "I'm worried about Toby; I hope she isn't caught in this crowd. It's no place for a woman." "Don't worry, Mum, she said she was going to see her friend Sadie in Epping. That's miles away," Harry said.
"Gotzedunk, thank God," said Mrs. Frost, wiping her hands on the white apron she always wore, as she finally came to the window with us, to look. She was just in time to see a burly policeman smartly smack a young Jewish man with his stick. The man fell down, covering his face so the policeman couldn't hit his eyes.
Blood spurted from his head.
"Oy a broch! A curse on them!" Mrs. Frost cried, and, running for empty milk bottles, came back and rained six of them down on the policeman's head, hitting him with each one. The policeman looked up and shook his stick at her. She stuck a long, pink tongue out at him, and her bun came undone, her silky hair tumbled below her waist. She looked like a girl. Who would believe that the quiet Mrs.
Frost would be so cheeky? A real cockney, full of spunk.
Noticing movement in other houses on our floor level, I saw more women in white pinafores framed in their open windows throw ing bricks, bottles, and water on the tall hats of the policemen and screaming at them words which only women coming out of the pub used. Instead of being as usual, quiet Jewish women, they were being bold and brave fighters. The police, Jewish women, everyone and everything had changed. I was in a different country, and totally confused. I just knew that together with his friends, Uncle Max and all our side had stopped Mosley marching through the Jewish East End. I felt so proud of him, and all those brave men below. I was not used to feeling proud.
A loud buzzing overhead made us look up at the sky. Some strange things, not blimps, were flying overhead, besides a small aeroplane.
"Autogyros," Harry said, "counting the people, probably. Ha ha," he crowed, "with that lorry blocking their route the lousy Blackshirts will never be able to get to us. This time, as they laughed together, I skipped in front of Uncle Max and his friends on the way back to Booba's house.
Mummy had become worried when I didn't return on time, and had walked to Booba's to find out what happened to me. As Uncle
Max and I walked in, Booba ranted and raged at him for going, and
Mummy shouted at him for taking me, but both were too relieved we were safe and about the outcome of the battle to be seriously angry. After all, except for that cut on Uncle Max's cheek, neither of us had been hurt. Still, it had been exciting to share the Cable For the first time, I saw Booba give someone tea, Strudel, and some kind words.
The next day, Uncle Max came to our house. He sometimes helped Daddy in our barbershop. After closing the shop, we sat in the kitchen, drinking tea before the roaring fire.
"The BUF is forbidden to march in their black shirts and leather boots now, and Mosley might be imprisoned in the Tower of London," Uncle Max shouted, so my nearly deaf daddy could hear. "That evening after we beat the Fascists, we all danced in the streets and shouted, 'Down with Mosley, down with the BUF,'" Uncle Max crowed. "After the Fascists' humiliation at Cable Street,
we Jews who rarely go into pubs joined the gentile dockers, union
